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Source credibility has a long and noble history in the study of communication. It goes
back to ancient Greece and it comes out of classical rhetorical theory that was concerned
with persuasion. Aristotle, for example, talked about three major forms of proof that a com-
municator can use. In his book, The Rhetoric, he said the three forms of proof are ethos, or
ethical proof, logos or logical proof, and pathos or emotional proof. He considered ethos the
most persuasive. Aristotle suggested that the qualities of ethos or credibility resided within
the speaker. Thus, if you were knowledgeable, competent, and had high moral character,
you would be a persuasive communicator. And this is behind some of the questions people
ask. They ask, “What can I do to be credible?” The assumption behind such a question is
that credibility-is within the speaker, and that if you do certain things you will punch the
right buttons in the listeners and certain effects will occur. Unfortunately (or fortunately),
such is not the case.

The current term that people in communication are using is not ethos, but source credibil-
ity, and it reflects not only a change in terminology, but a change in orientation and concep-
tualization. Source credibility, as it is looked at by communication researchers today, is a
perceptual process, and resides in the audience. If it were inherent within the com-
municator, all jurors would respond similarly to all expert witnesses. There would be no
deviation in response. But we know that is not true. People respond differently to the same
communicator. Some people may perceive the communicator to be highly credible, others
may conceive the communicator to be lacking in credibility. This is not to imply that
qualities and characteristics of the communicator are unimportant. They are important. But
what actually happens when we deal with this issue of source credibility is that there is an in-
teraction between qualities and characteristics that the jury brings to the situation and the
qualities and characteristics of the communicator. Depending upon a juror's psychological
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state, this individual will focus on different things, organize the material that an expert dis-
cusses in different ways, and formulate different inferences about what was said. Jurors do
this differently because they are coming from “different places.” What are the implications?

I suggest that there are two implications. One, specific communication behaviors that you
engage in will not necessarily produce one-to-one reactions. So do not look for a prescrip-
tion. The second implication I have already alluded to. Unless you know the qualities and
characteristics of the jurors, you cannot prescribe beforehand absolute qualities of the expert
witness that will be effective. As was clearly pointed out by a previous speaker, what is con-
sidered to be effective or ineffective depends upon, for example, the part of the country that
the individual is from—the cultural norms and expectations, and so forth. There is no magic
formuia or pill. Eric Weber made a pile of money on a little book called How to Pick Up
Girls [1]. He gave prescriptions of all the things one can do. And they do not work! These
books never work. People wish they would work, but they do not because people cannot be
categorized in real life as they can be in a book. I will now discuss some of the research that
actually has gone on in the area of source credibility.

This research really began in earnest on a scientific basis back in the 1940s. It started dur-
ing WW II, actually, when people began doing research on propaganda effects. There were
a few prior studies, but no systematic body of research. What was found from this research
was that certain people were more persuasive than others, but they did not know why ex-
actly. So the search went on to try to find out what the components of credibility were that
led to the effectiveness of a particular communicator’s presentation. This led to a flurry of
research that bloomed between the mid 1960s and the mid 1970s that attempted to identify
the major factors, components, and dimensions of source credibility. Researchers used a
technique called factor analysis, which attempts to see how a multitude of characteristics
can be broken down into a few fundamental elementary qualities or characteristics.

A whole spate of research was done attempting to find out what the fundamental dimen-
sions of credibility were. This research focused on trying to identify what the dimensions
were and secondly on sow to measure these reactions. There has been little research on ver-
bal and nonverbal communication as it is directly related to specific dimensions of credibil-
ity. Most of the advice that is given in the area, particularly as it relates to the courtroom, is
based upon a few isolated studies and courtroom experience. There is little solid scientific
research on the effects of particular communication qualities to credibility of expert
witnesses. Conclusions or inferences that people make have to be taken with a great deal of
caution. Some of the major dimensions of credibility about which researchers seem to have
reached a fair amount of unanimity across a wide variety of studies follow.

These factors or dimensions are called by different names but they refer to the same qual-
ity or dimension. One major component of credibility is what might be called competence,
expertise, or authoritativeness. A second important dimension of credibility is what might be
called trustworthiness or character. A third fairly consistent dimension that researchers have
identified is called dynamism. These three dimensions seem to be consistently identified by
people who are attempting to determine the major components of credibility. Other com-
ponents have been identified but do not appear consistently, such as co-orientation and
charisma. One of the interesting theoretical notions that is being toyed with and talked
about and studied to a certain extent, but not established absolutely, is that of the three
dimensions one might intuitively assume that expertise is the most important. But trust-
worthiness is often proposed by theorists as being more important, and I think that was
demonstrated by the examples that some of the other speakers gave. Jurors may not have
understood the testimony. But if there was a quality of trust and believability that seemed to
come forth from the expert witness’s testimony, that was influential. Let me discuss some of
the possible applications of this theoretic kind of orientation to expert witnesses.

The role of the attorney is significant. The attorney has a responsibility to help establish
the credibility of a witness. He must be careful to ask questions ensuring that competence is
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established through expertise, knowledge, and experience. That certainly is important. But
the other dimension of character or trustworthiness has to be brought forth also if you are
going to be maximally effective. The kinds of questions that the attorney must ask that pro-
duce the idea of trustworthiness are ones that deal with the potential or the lack of bias that
your witness has. If you do not establish that your witness is unbiased, you may hurt his or
her’s credibility. The manner in which the attorney questions the witness can have a lot to do
with the way the jury will perceive the credibility of that witness.

If the attorney in direct examination cuts the witness off or attempts to dominate the con-
versation, one of the perceptual consequences may be that the jury might feel that the at-
torney does not trust the competence or intelligence of the witness. Why is the attorney cut-
ting the expert off? And, as was pointed out, you have to work closely with the witness so
that there is some expectation about length of discussion, so that the expert witness is not led
to believe that he will be explaining or expressing ideas in great detail and the attorney in his
own mind is looking for short answers. In cross-examination the point has already been
made that cutting off a witness or using snideness or sarcasm in delivery may make certain
logical points, but could hurt in terms of the jury's reaction, because they may feel that the
attorney is not being fair. Let me move now to a consideration of actual verbal behavior of
the witness.

One major characteristic of a witness’s presentation that seems to make a witness credible
is that the delivery seems thoughtful. The person is “right here” and is thinking about the
question and responding in an immediate way. This is in contrast to what might be a very
thoroughly rehearsed presentation. People sense rehearsed presentations. They may not be
able to tell you why, but they can tell. One of the problems that comes about when there is a
rehearsed presentation is that during cross-examination the expert witness's delivery will be
totally different. This discrepancy could possibly hurt credibility.

What characteristics of delivery can influence your credibility? There are a whole list but I
will discuss just a few. For example, the pronunciation of words is important. The dialect is
important depending upon the locale of the trial. For example, most Americans do not have
a positive attitude of people who speak a dialect other than the one they speak. Americans
tend to have positive attitudes toward certain British dialects—not all—but some. We tend
to have negative reactions to dialects that are not quite American sounding. I am speaking in
very broad sweeping terms; if you have a very strong southern accent and you are giving ex-
pert testimony in Los Angeles, you may not be as credible as if you were giving expert
testimony in Louisiana. Some of the research that has been done in this area suggests that
people with different dialects are perceived not only as having differing intellectual
capacities, but their moral character is also perceived as being different; people of certain
differing dialects (for example, ethnic minorities) are perceived as not having the same high
moral standards as people who speak in a general American dialect. So if you are an expert
witness or are dealing with an expert witness who comes from a different region of the coun-
try this is something that you should consider. It may not necessarily hurt you, but there are
people who do tend to respond this way.

In terms of language, it has already been noted that jargon has its good and bad points. A
certain amount of jargon is necessary and important, and the good expert witness will give
the parenthetical explanation of what the expression means so that the lay person on the jury
will understand. This will enhance the witness’s credibility because it shows the expert’s sen-
sitivity to the person who is attempting to understand the testimony.

In some of the research that I have done, I have focused on the effects of presentational
characteristics such as nonfluencies and disruptions in speech, such as *“uh,” “ers,” stutters,
repetitions, and tongue slips on perceptions of credibility. I have done a series of studies in
which I have attempted to determine the effects of increasing numbers of nonfluencies in-
serted into a 15-min presentation upon perceptions of credibility and persuasive impact.
One of the interesting findings is that as nonfluencies and disruptions increase, judgments of
competence went down, which is what you would expect. But, fascinatingly enough, percep-
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tions of trustworthiness did not go down; and, the speaker was stil! capable of producing
strong persuasive impact. Perceptions of “‘competence” that might be related to fluency do
not necessarily diminish persuasive impact.

Nonverbal characteristics include clothing. Depending upon the area of the country that
you are in, cultural expectations of proper clothing differ. In a metropolitan area such as Los
Angeles, the most appropriate colors to jurors who are middle class or higher are deep blues,
blues, grays, whites, and tans, never green and never dark brown. The same colors apply
with dresses. Dark brown does not come off well. If you are coming to the courtroom and it is
a rainy day, your raincoat must always be beige or tan, never black. In terms of dress, if we
continued it would come down to fine points such as the necktie you wear and how neckties
represent differing status levels. So depending upon the status level of the jury, you would
wear a different type of tie. For example, the highest status tie is a solid color tie that is either
blue or wine colored basically and has a very small subtle pattern; a club pattern, for in-
stance, would be very good with middle class and upper middle class jurors. But if you were
not dealing with receivers who were of that status level, you would ror want to come in with a
deep navy blue pinstripe suit with a silver tie that had subtle gray dots on it. Even if this is
very elegant, you would not do that. You would wear a medium blue suit and a burgundy tie,
which is more typically middle class.

Now we could refer to many items like these. Remember that these are just generaliza-
tions, and do not necessarily fit all situations. So if you are looking for particular
characteristics it is difficult to say that if you do #4is you will always be perceived as credible.
If you do that you will not. As an illustration, people who have dogmatic personalities—who
are authoritarian in their own approach to life—tend to respond very favorably to people
who speak in absolute and categorical ways. On the other hand, people who are more “‘open-
minded” and less dogmatic do not respond favorably to people who speak in absolute
categorical terms. These people feel that nothing is absolute, that there is always some
weakness or difficulty. Thus, when you speak too glibly and too broadly the latter group will
respond negatively. [s the juror an authoritarian type who needs some kind of absolute struc-
ture, or is the individual nonauthoritarian or nondogmatic?

One other example: if you are dealing with jury members who are highly intelligent,
research tends to suggest that when testimony seems to reflect only one side or point of view,
this does not go over well because highly intelligent people tend to know that there is more
than one side to an issue and that there are likely to be some loopholes and difficulties in
your particular interpretation. If you are dealing with jurors who are not particularly intelli-
gent and you strongly present an absolutely one-sided point of view you are likely to be
believed, because such individuals may not have the intellectual capacity to know that there
are probably weaknesses in any perspective or point of view, that there are inferences and in-
terpretations that have to be made, and that there are gaps.

One final note about dialects. European dialects are variously rated. People who have
Germanic type dialects, Austrian dialects, Viennese dialects, and so on, are sometimes
perceived lower in credibility because Americans tend to perceive speakers of this dialect as
having authoritarian personalities. And when one says “‘dis” and ‘“dat” for this and rhat,
many Americans have a negative attitude toward that particular dialect for it sometimes
reflects a lower social class.

Conclusion

So there are a variety of qualities and characteristics of the witness that can influence the
juror, but there is no single variable that uniformly will produce a single effect. You first
must consider qualities and characteristics of jurors that seem to be primarily important;
then determine how these qualities affect what juries select as being important and unimpor-
tant in expert witnesses,
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